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The Second Cordillera Highland Agriculture Resource Management (CHARMP2) project is  
a seven-year initiative of the Philippines Department 
of Agriculture. It is being funded by IFAD and has  
five components, one of which is Agribusiness and 
Agriculture and Income Generating Activities 
(AAIGA). In this component the Livelihood 
Assistance Fund (LAF) plays a major role. This 
provides start-up capital to farmers groups to enable 
them to initiate group businesses. These funds are 
channeled through Community Financial Institutions 
(CFIs), mostly cooperatives, working in the project 
areas. Farmers are organised into Livelihood Interest 
Groups (LIGs) and assisted in developing business 
plans. They also receive training on specific aspects  
of business management such as production and 
processing techniques and business procedures 
including bookkeeping. Technical demonstrations, 
study visits and an introduction to Farmer Business 
Schools are also part of the capacity building process. 
Subsequently farmers groups are provided with starter 
kits, material inputs and equipment. 
The project has worked with more than 5,000 male 
and almost 12,000 female farmer members of 644 
LIGs. The total capital provided to these LIGs for 
group business activities reached US$ 1,200,000. 
After one year, the LIGs were required to repay the 
money they had received to their conduit CFIs. Their 
activities were then assessed and if they were found 
capable of managing the money they had received, 
these funds were returned to them so they could 
continue their group businesses. After a detailed 
assessment, it became clear that 94% of the LIGs  
had been able to repay the funds they had received. 
The same assessment also showed that the Livelihood 
Assistance Fund had resulted in the empowerment  
of more women, the establishment of more formally 
registered groups and an increase in the products 
being developed and traded in project sites.
Funds for new group businesses 
After LAF had been running for two years the team 
planned to see if the LIGs had had experiences that 
could be valuable in upscaling CHARMP2. In 2017, 
The Livelihood Assistance Fund (LAF) is a major intervention  
of the Second Cordillera Highland Agriculture Resource 
Management (CHARMP2) project – a seven-year initiative  
of the Philippines Department of Agriculture. After 7 years of 
implementation, CHARMP2 was extended for one year and 
upscaled for two more years. 
LAF provides start-up capital to farmer groups to enable them to 
initiate group businesses. After LAF had been running for two years 
the team planned to see if the Livelihood Interest Groups (LIGs) had 
had valuable experiences. Respondents were able to identify many 
strengths and weaknesses, demonstrating that LIGs were able to 
generate considerable experience in implementing their LAF-funded 
group businesses, and that these experiences could be used in 
upscaling CHARMP2 and similar livelihood projects.
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between August and November, a survey to  
generate this information was conducted in the 
province of Benguet, one of the six provinces covered  
by CHARMP2. Results would be used to improve  
the LAF implementation manual and business 
coaching guide.
A review of secondary data revealed that LAF had 
contributed to empowering women, to the growth and 
mainstreaming of rural institutions, and that it had 
stimulated the production and trade of rural products.
In Benguet, the survey covered 140 LIGs (with a total 
of 1,847 male and 5,347 female farmers) who had 
received P10,370,000 (US$ 207,400) as start-up capital 
for group businesses. After one year of implementing 
their group businesses, 139 LIGs were able to pay back 
these fund to their CFIs and subsequently four groups 
disbanded. This meant that funds could be returned  
to 135 LIGs so they could continue with group 
businesses. Sixty-four percent of these LIGs were 
interviewed for this survey. 
The first results showed that more women than men 
benefitted and were empowered for group businesses, 
proving that LAF was effective in reaching women.  
At the same time, the survey found more rural 
institutions had been organised and their capacities 
had been increased. LAF facilitated group formation 
in the project sites and more groups were organised, 
formally registered and given capacity support so they 









livestock and poultry (54)
vegetables
basic commodities (24)
fresh and processed root  
and tubercrops (9)
handicrafts (4)
coffee green beans, roasted 
and ground coffee (16)
other products, e.g. cutflowers, packaging 
materials, agricultural inputs etc.(12)
processed food products (7)
could undertake group businesses. In the province of 
Benguet, for example, 119 more formally-registered 
groups were added to the existing 16, representing  
an increase of 88%. Eighty-two of these groups were 
formally registered. The increased capacity and skills 
of these groups made them attractive partners for 
rural development activities.
In line with the LIG business plans and LAF support, 
a variety of products were developed (Figure 1). While 
most of these products came from pre-CHARMP2 
locations, production and trade had been enhanced 
through the project-supported group activities.  
Given their increased capacities, many LIGs are  
now actively participating in agri-fairs, meetings, 
workshops and trainings. They are becoming visible 
and are attracting support from government and 
non-government institutions in the form of training, 
equipment and buildings. 
LIG performance 
The sustainability of the LIGs and their business 
operations beyond CHARMP2 was assessed with  
a self-administered questionnaire. This focused on  
the general organisational and management steps 
taken, on policy systems and procedures, finance  
and financial management, marketing, production 
and processing operations as well as on linkages  
and networks.
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Table 1 shows that the LIGs varied in capacity.  
Fifteen percent rated themselves as very strong and 
scored high in all aspects of business operations – an 
indication that they were capable of managing their 
group businesses on their own, with good prospects  
for sustainability. On the other hand, 31% of the LIGs 
rated themselves as fair to weak, and felt they would 
need intense coaching in all areas of business 
operations. The question then is what was missing  
in their capabilities. 
The remaining 54% rated themselves as strong to 
moderate, with strong capacities where organisation 
and management policies, systems and procedures 
were concerned – including financial management 
and linkages. However, they needed more assistance  
in terms of production, processing and marketing. 
These findings revealed that while CHARMP2 was 
effective in terms of outreach, the majority of LIGs 
would continue to need technical assistance to ensure 
sustainability, and that two years of business coaching 
was not enough to ensure sustainability.
From a positive perspective, all LIGs, regardless  
of category, scored relatively high in terms of  
financial management. This indicates that LIGs have 
mechanisms that safeguard LAF, and that even weak 
LIGs are making an effort to keep their grant intact – 
indicating a strong sense of fund ownership.
Responses from the LIGs self-assessment showed  
that very strong LIGs cited the strict implementation 
of policies; the capable, committed and trusted officers; 
the updated and transparent financial records and the 
presence of linkages and networks with government 
and non-government agencies, as their strengths. 
These could be the attributes that contributed to  
their very strong performance. On the other hand,  
the characteristics of the fair to weak LIGs, such as 
laxity in policy implementation, inactive officers,  
poor business performance and poor record keeping, 
could be factors that contributed to poor performance 
in managing their LAF-funded businesses.
This all showed that it is important that farmers are 
involved in the process of formulating appropriate 
policies for their group businesses, and that all officers 
and members should be involved in the formulation  
of policies and in the process of improving them. 
Policies should be relevant and owned by officers and 
members for effective implementation. The leadership 
capacity of officers is also important because this will 
enable them to develop the competence, commitment 
and values they need to gain the trust of LIG members 
and generate the cooperation and teamwork which is 
essential for attaining group objectives. Transparency 
in financial transactions is also important in securing 
trust and cooperation. Hence skills in maintaining  
and updating financial records should be among the 
competencies dealt with to ensure the strengths needed 
for managing their livelihood activities.
Strengths and weaknesses
All LIG respondents, regardless of status, enumerated 
strengths and weaknesses in their business operations:
(a) Organisation and management. In terms  
of day-to-day management procedures, LIGs 
highlighted the knowledge, skills and attitude of 
officers, and the role this plays in terms of building 
trust and the good working relations that are necessary 
for organisational growth. The strengths mentioned 

































Very strong 13 9 15 30 10 10 10 84
Strong 26 8 12 25 8 8 8 69
Moderate 22 8 11 26 6 6 8 65
Fair 18 7 11 21 6 6 6 57
Weak 10 6 9 20 5 6 4 50
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by all LIGs are inter-related, and point to the good 
leadership capabilities of the officers in charge. 
Weaknesses cited included having officers who were 
absent during meetings, poor cooperative efforts and  
a general lack of skills, all of which directly relate to 
leadership incapacities. 
(b) Policies, systems and procedures. 
Operational policies, systems and procedures are 
important in guiding business operations. LIGs cited  
it as a strength when written policies and procedures 
agreed upon by members were strictly implemented. On 
the other hand, weaknesses cited included policies that 
had not been updated, laxity in policy implementation 
and, worst of all, the absence of policies. 
(c) Marketing. In terms of marketing, the strengths 
identified referred to the generation of sales and the 
establishment of market outlets and linkages. The most 
serious weaknesses included having demands that 
cannot be met because of lack of volume, the need for 
additional market outlets, the difficulties involved in 
selling produce and the presence of competition. Some 
LIGs involved in buying and selling various products 
saw it as a weakness that their members did not 
patronise the group’s business. This weakness could be 
overcome by providing information about the strength 
mentioned by other LIGs who are into the same 
business, provide patronage refunding and sell quality 
products at competitive prices to approachable sellers.
(d) Financial management. The strengths 
mentioned by LIGs in terms of financial management 
included good budgeting, transparent transactions, 
maintained and updated financial records, and the 
preparation of plans to use savings for other income 
generating activities. Logically, it was seen as a positive 
situation when businesses resulted in a regular income 
and there was a continuous build-up of capital. 
Weaknesses mentioned included insufficient funds,  
the continual need to look for funds, a lack of operating 
capital, difficulty in collecting loans from members 
and the lack of bookkeeping skills.
(e) Production operations. In terms of production, 
the strengths mentioned included the presence of a 
production-marketing schedule, business operation 
knowledge and skills, and the relevance of the business 
in the area of operation. Weaknesses included a lack of 
skills and poor equipment.
Left LIG performance was 
assessed with a self-
administered questionnaire, 
focusing on different criteria
As LIGs undertake various lines of 
businesses, cross learning among LIGs 
could facilitate a process of knowledge 
exchange among farmers.
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(f) Linkages and support systems. The strengths 
identified by LIGs in terms of the linkages and support 
received included the monitoring and technical 
assistance provided by LGU, the CHARMP2 staff  
and the CFIs. Linkages with other agencies were  
also important. One LIG mentioned the assistance  
of a church-based NGO in terms of record keeping. 
The linkage weaknesses referred to include the lack  
of technical assistance.
Innovations
It was also interesting to see that some LIGs carried 
out organisational, technological and marketing 
innovations to deal with the concerns and issues  
they faced. In terms of their own organisational 
procedures, for example, some mentioned the steps 
taken for the re-election of officers or for “delisting” 
inactive members, for conflict resolution and policy 
reviews and update. Others reported farmer-to-farmer 
knowledge and experience sharing initiatives, 
something that was done to enhance interactions 
among farmers. For instance, an ube (water yam) 
producers’ and consolidators’ group adapted a 
technique introduced by farmer participants during 
their Farmer Business School: how to delay the 
harvesting of ube tubers without affecting tuber yield 
and quality so that they could harvest during the lean 
months for higher prices. Another case concerned the 
transfer of organic farming technology where one  
LIG had adopted farmer-to-farmer coaching. Here, 
members who had more experience in organic 
farming were assigned to coach new recruits to hasten 
technology transfer so that the LIG could produce 
more products to meet the market demand.
In terms of marketing, LIGs involved in buying  
and selling bought quality products and sold these  
at competitive prices to encourage members and 
non-members in the community to prefer their 
products, despite the competition. They also provided 
members with a patronage refund. Other LIGs 
received business development services from their 
buyers and input suppliers. For example, one LIG  
was provided with free training in coffee harvesting 
and post-harvest techniques by its buyer to meet  
his requirements.
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
FAO and IICA and supported by IFAD.  
http://experience-capitalization.cta.int
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Eventually, LIGS were seen to be taking advantage  
of emerging business opportunities. Two LIGs 
included a crate rental as one of their business 
activities given the need that tomato farmers had 
packaging that would enable them to store and 
transport their produce. In addition, two LIGs shifted 
their business activity from hog fattening to cacti and 
succulents production because there was an increasing 
demand for these products. 
Conclusions
LIGs were able to generate considerable experience  
in implementing their LAF-funded group businesses, 
and these experiences could be used in upscaling 
CHARMP2 and similar livelihood projects. One  
year after their LAF grant had been returned, LIGs 
continue to function, even if with varying degrees of 
capability. Their capacities are affected by various 
factors, mostly related to leadership competence and 
transparency in financial transactions, but also by 
factors relating to production and marketing. 
As LIGs undertake various lines of businesses,  
cross learning among LIGs could facilitate a process  
of knowledge exchange among farmers. At the  
same time, linking LIGs with other government 
organisations and NGOs could also be a way  
of strengthening the sustainability of all LIG  
business activities.
